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 I see metal sheered buildings with glass panes, dark narrowness. Concrete bases built on 
clearings painstakingly cleared away by men with rakes in reflective yellow vests. Do these men 
come out of the ground? 
 Small single doors standing a carriage across from me, with signs carved from letters 
pressed into wood blocks, officialness, a time before my own. You've never seen this before, the 
buildings whisper to you each time you see them. Softer, until you barely know you can hear it, 
until it’s embedded into the body and background of "Boston", as it appears in the headlines, as it 
appears in the maps and the box scores and the green sign that blows through the top of the 
windshield view from the back seat, so that these things that I assume to be true all bleed 
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together, born from one body. In my memory, concrete palettes are tectonic plates, flexing in the 
moments I am away from them, shifting along a thin line that I can’t see. Above them, a small 
single door fills a floor with many bodies, and its rooms— straight, and white, caved in yellow 
light— become populated with proof of their own virility. I am witness to the collective truth in a 
candy wrapper and the sheen of a TV screen and the inflamed 99’s on a Sunday paper 
advertisement. I am witness to it because I live in it, walk on it, pass it by as I look through the 
window in a subway train car as it peeks for a moment above land. These heights move through 
me. 
 Below me I know there are ticking colonies of flesh, the breath of an insect stepped over 
and stepped on beside one that was pressed into the lip of a rail by a screeching metal wheel. We 
are careless, and close to the earth’s molten core, and closing in on the bodies of the people who 
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cram into each other and hold their bodies in positions of contortion: get to work on time; rush 
home to their lover; arrive at a friend’s who doesn’t care when that may be. Handfuls of metal 
rails hold up these thoughts, but they don’t light up the miles of entropic pipes that rush by, 
barely fixed up by black coral. And they don’t remove the crude oil stuck to bones on our legs, 
that slow down knees as they flex, these barely distinct bodies. 
 In the faintness of my joints, the tremor of a whole city. The curtain of each step pulled 
back. My vision of its delicate scaffolding? A maze of veins that throb and pulse in small spots. 
 A moment removed from the flight of an escalator, a vain man hears the steady drum of a 
voice on the television. It is more sure of itself than anything he’s ever heard before, more solidly 
formed than the oldest piece of biblical truth he’s been fed. The voice liberates him of his 
civilized inhibitions, grants him permission to let the power implied in his dreams reign forth. 
His visions are far away from the customs of the ordinary world, and that fact, which bore 
hesitation in him before, now seems the very reason they should succeed.  
 “Have I shouldered the burden of perfect moral vision for long enough?” he wonders. He 
looks at the screen and the voice, which has grown a face with convincing expressions and 
familiar enough mannerisms, tells him that he has. 
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Tolerance 
 
 In front of a series of burnished pews, a thirteen year old girl in a borrowed Sunday dress 
hears the echo of her own voice for the first time. She skidded here with her mother so that she 
could stand in front of the congregation, frozen and shaking on the bright red carpet, mortified by 
her wet patent leather shoes leaving footprints where the priest will soon stand. The faces in front 
of her are still, they are elderly, they are resigned or looking straight through her. These faces, 
which she has seen every Sunday for as long as she can remember, have never heard the timbre 
of her voice; they have only recognized her from afar as Maria and Tom’s girl. Within these old 
walls she knows she looks like the ceramic statue behind the pulpit, the one with the quiet smile 
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that could make Father Miller’s scary voice go to the background. During long stretches of mass, 
she could turn his sharp words into a dream just by holding her eyes on Mary.  
 It was when the adults around her participated in something beyond her recognition that 
she first noticed the quiet comfort of existing alone. 
 But now, her only ally behind her, she sees a sea of uneasy expressions. An old woman 
caught between the clownish smile of well hello there little girl and the serious face she’d only 
point at the pulpit, leaning forward, excited, hoping there’s no mess-up. Here, where the tunnels 
of light passing through stained glass erase the faces of her parents, she is encased— alone, and 
at the mercy of the many mute in front of her. Her numb fingertip hanging forward, she dampens 
the edge of the first rice paper page.
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 At her seventh birthday party Libby’s friend Jackson tied a shiny blue balloon string to 
her right index finger so that the balloon bobbed up, and she saw where her body stopped it from 
going any higher. She could barely feel it pulling on her finger, and when her mother took her by 
the hand she forgot it was attached to her at all. 
 With all eight of her classmates watching, she wished her parents wouldn’t lie to her and 
blew. She moved her breath in a sweeping motion over the cake, starting with a hard press in the 
middle and then moving to the outside flames, which held flat and pointed towards her 
classmates when they went out.  
 Her mother made the announcement that she wouldn’t be opening any presents, and Nate 
started yelling,  
 “Scam! Scam!” 
 Libby looked at Jackson but the vote was against them, so they sat in a circle and her 
father went to get the presents. The boys rapped “Basketball is My Favorite Sport,” by Lil Bow 
Wow, and the girls all looked at her and she couldn’t help but wonder if they were really there for 
her or for because of convention, a word her father used when he was reading the paper out loud. 
There are things people do because they have always been done that way, he had said. They’re 
called conventions. 
  She took the first gift out of his hand and started tearing at it right away. She stared at 
Jackson sitting in his mother’s lap across from her the whole time. She had her arms wrapped 
around him so he couldn’t get up.  
 Her hand hit up against something cold and hard. A clock with a picture of a sun on it. 
She brushed her index finger along it until a dull grey smear curtained off the number 11 and 
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then landed on a small white scrap of paper taped to the top of it. To Libby, From Irene, with a 
star filled in so that the lines between its points were covered up.  
 She stood up to say thank you and she felt her classmates watching her. She knew she had 
to say a good thank you, otherwise Irene might feel bad about getting her a clock. But it was hard 
to say a good thank you when she knew she had to, when the people around her knew she had to. 
She would be better off opening the presents alone, she thought. Then when she said thank you 
she would mean it.  
 She felt a tug on her finger.  
 “It hit me in the nose,” Jackson said, and she turned around in time to see his face ripple 
like lasagna. She knelt down and put her hand to his cheek, but it was cold and it stung him and 
he shouted. Nate stared from a few inches away.  
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 She looked at the big heavy rectangle with a smaller rectangle sticking off of it; at the 
sphere that was a ball or a globe, on top of stack of four more rectangles that were probably 
books, which she’d gotten before and not read, which she knew she wouldn’t read this time, 
either. And then there was a soft bundle, which brought the total count to seven. 
 “That’s it!” she yelled, and she stood up and walked to the table in front of the back porch 
that her mother liked to keep straight and ordinary looking. Nate followed her. There were bowls 
of watermelon, cut into cubes that she could already see dissolving in her hands. Nate picked one 
up and put it down the back of her shirt. The round chocolate cake was starting to topple over, 
glops of frosting were sinking into the large triangle that her mother had cut out. Nate poked it 
and the whole cake collapsed. But there was still the punch bowl, and next to that, a plate of 
broken chips that were too small to be dunked in the salsa jar. Nate picked a collection of them 
up and jammed them into the jar, and when his wrist got stuck he orphaned them off, one by one, 
until the red soup was completely filled and Libby couldn’t tell chips from chunks of tomato. 
 Jackson ran over to the pair of them and swiveled his head around the jar, and when he 
couldn’t keep his tippy-toes up his chin knocked into the table below him, and Nate stood behind 
him the whole time, reveling in the sight of the boy from his class inspecting the mess he’d 
made. 
 “I don’t see anything,” he said, and the two of them disappeared into the outline of their 
classmates. Libby looked at her mom, who was leaning over the picnic table staring at Jackson’s 
mother. Her dad was sitting across from the woman, too, with his lips pursed. His left hand was 
on top of her mom’s two which were clenched together and rolling back and forth against the 
table. 
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 Libby turned back to her balloon. She had the temptation to let it go, and for a moment 
began to wrangle the string from her finger. It would go up and up and up and never land, at least 
as far as she knew. Her parents had told her that above her was only sky. But she had also seen 
the pictures in the illustrated Bible, gifted to her by her grandmother the year before, that showed 
clouds being sat on like chairs by men in crowns. One of them was a spirit, her mother had been 
careful to remind her, but she wondered why he’d been drawn so clearly like a person if he 
wasn’t one at all.  
 “Why can’t he just leave?” Libby asked, and she pointed at Nate, but the loosened string 
shimmied itself off her finger, and for a moment, sat still in the air. She couldn't see her seated 
parents’ faces behind it, couldn't see where she was pointing as her hand drifted from Nate to 
Jackson. 
 “Why can’t he just leave?" her father repeated to her, with a sharpness that held the party. 
His one hand moved off of her mother’s two.  
 “Why can’t he leave?” he repeated, this time with a gentle leap of his eyebrows. 
“Where’s her…” and he whispered to her mom ‘call a prince’.  
 Libby looked at Nate who had taken up the balloon. He let go of it, and it passed over his 
face and then pulled a white string out of his chest and Libby followed it until it passed the 
yellow roof of her neighbor’s house and popped back into the sky. 
 She left the party and paid no mind to the classmates who had come with hopes of seeing 
something from Toys R Us pop out of packaging. They would be disappointed either way. She 
paid no attention to Jackson’s mother, the woman who paid occasional visits to her house in the 
morning when her mom had gone to work, so she could play with Jackson, because he was 
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playing with Nate now. Her own party felt like it didn’t belong to her, so she went up into her 
room where she could be alone and think clearly. It was her birthday, so she was allowed to do 
whatever she wanted, anyway, probably, she thought. She stuck her right arm out behind her like 
a kickstand and felt the cool glossy surface and then the tear, the tear across the dust jacket of the 
illustrated Bible beneath her hand. She shifted her weight to her left palm, to the tufts of green 
carpet that would leave red indentations on her hand for hours. She pulled back the front cover 
and a clump of pages rose with it. 
 “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites," she read. "For they love to 
stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, 
I say to you, they have received their reward.”  
 She stopped, looked down at the carpet, at the impression being made.  
 “But when you pray, go into your room, and shut the door and pray to your Father who is 
in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you. And when you pray, do not heap 
up empty phrases as the Genitiles—“ 
 she stumbled, 
 “Gentilies, for they think that they will be heard for their many words. Do not be like 
them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him. Pray then like this: 
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Fidelity 
  
 In the basement of an old church just outside of Boston, there is a basketball court that is 
too small and too cold to be used in the winter, but they use it anyway. Masses were once held 
there, and the stained glass windows lining the court are tall and gridded and formed out of large 
cloudy chunks that look like ice cubes. Across from the ones that face northeast, there is a 
parochial school, and across the street from that there is a funeral home. It is not affiliated with 
the archdiocese, and neither is the basketball court, even though they both were once before.  
 There is a closed black door at the top of the narrow stairwell that leads to the gym’s only 
entrance. Its walls are slimy and white with thin squiggly woodworking that people run their 
fingers along because there’s no railing. At the bottom of the landing there is a glass door that 
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leads to a concrete shallow, which people don’t usually look into because to their left is Jesus 
Christ on the cross above the gym’s open entrance. The shallow has three concrete steps leading 
to a small rear lot with a tetherball pole in the corner. No one ever plays and the string is 
wrapped around it and the ball is hanging.  
 In the small hallway where the two sets of stairs meet there is a water fountain and a dark 
grey doormat. The water fountain is good and cold with one of those big front buttons that you 
can lean on with both hands.  
 The kids line up for it, and their parents squeeze down the stairwell and pass them in the 
tight hallway and file through the doorframe onto the court and if they have not been there before 
they are not sure if they feel very welcome. They sit down on the narrow wooden bench that 
could be hollow underneath. It runs the full length of the gym, entrance to locked-exit. It is 
chopped into five sections by four wooden ribs that ascend from the parqueted floor to the 
vaulted ceilings. They stick out enough that parents sitting on either side must lean forward to 
talk to each other. A single pair of leaning bodies blocks neighbors from seeing past. By halftime 
most parents look straight ahead, at the court, or else they pick at the white paint on the brick 
wall behind them. 
 The backboards are glass with blue foam and red squares. Behind the one closest to the 
entrance there is a small window cut into the wall, and inside, a woman sits at a computerless 
desk covered in piles of folders. She punches away at a calculator during the games and when 
they get noisy, she leans her head out the opening so that everyone can see her. That’s when they 
remember the door at the top of the stairs. 
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 Opposite the long bench that might be hollow there is another bench that is. It has medal 
padlocks that press into the thighs of kids who haven’t sat on them before. Beneath them there 
are medicine balls and weight vests and a punching bag that can be hung from a hook above the 
rear exit. These things are never taken out except for during practice when a player doesn’t show 
respect for the game.  
 Opposite the gym entrance past the water fountain and the doormat there is a locker room 
made out of a bathroom. It is white with blue tiles that are mostly scraped away and there are 
hard benches screwed to the ground that the players sit on while they wait for their opponents to 
arrive. Their jerseys are black and white with Community Center sayings on them. One of them 
is black and the rest of them are white.  
 One of them walks out of the locker room and looks through the window at the bottom of 
the tetherball pole and then stops at the water fountain. He leans into it slightly, and then looks 
up into the gym. He sees a host of people he recognizes. He stamps his feet on the doormat and 
takes two steps forward, passing below the crucifix onto the shiny court. His foot fits flush 
between the corner three and out of bounds.  
 He walks the sideline past the first buttress and turns left. He covers the smears of white 
reflecting off center court. He takes a seat and the shaking bench beneath him cymbals the 
padlocks. He lifts his shoes from his bag and slips them on one at a time, using two fingers on 
each hand to hook the laces tight without taking his eyes off his teammates. He stands up and 
joins the back of the line. 
 There are two of them, one for rebounding and one for putting up layups. He shuffles his 
feet forward until he’s in front with a ball flying towards him. He catches it in both hands and 
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then takes his left hand away and bounces it off the floor and launches himself smoothly at the 
hoop and lets the ball fall off his fingertips and float towards the glass. It hits the edge of the red 
square and then runs along the inside of the iron in a looping circle. It runs and runs and he bends 
his head back and as he lands it still hasn’t made up its mind. He is running, he turns the corner 
and sees his coach’s son on the other side of the court pushing a dry mop below the basket. The 
glass is clear and the nylon is still and the orange plastic that it hangs from is not shaking.  
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 “There is nothing about these kids that you can’t handle,” their coach boomed.  
 “They may look different, they may play different, but there’s nothing about them that 
you’re not prepared for.” 
 They’d been waiting thirty minutes and some of them were rubbing their hands together 
to keep warm. 
 “Don’t do that!” he yelled, waddling between the two lines. “Y’ill get sandpaper skin. 
Huddle up." 
 Three balls fell to the floor. His son propped one end of the bench up with his head, and 
someone fed him the balls. The team filled in the other end and their coach stood over them. 
Some of them sat on their hands, tried to mop their sweaty palms up with bunched layers of 
shorts. Some cupped them and blew in warm air. A boy who knew he wouldn’t play cracked his 
knuckles. A boy who knew he would wasn’t thinking about his hands at all.  
 Their coach hadn’t said it out loud but the whispers had started anyway a week prior. 
“They’re all gonna be black,” Jackson ‘d heard someone say from behind the lockers after 
practice. He couldn’t tell who’d said it but it stuck in his mind. 
 It stuck in his mind when he walked out of the locker room and his teammates were 
laughing behind the glass door as he ascended the steps. It stuck the following afternoon in 
practice when everything was going as it normally did and then their coach grabbed the ball from 
him and said “Everyone on the line!” 
 That was for suicides, and he made them run ten. 
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 And when he found himself in bed the night before the game, his head filled up with 
pictures of NBA players going over and around him while his legs stayed stuck to the ground. He 
was worried once the game started he wouldn’t be able to move.  
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 When he woke up he shouted at the day, but it didn’t make the game go away. He sat on 
his hands in the backseat of his mother’s car, and when the team sat on the bench, waiting for 
their opponents to arrive late, he sat on them again. 
 “Be ready,” their coach said. But he was not sure he was ready nor was he sure any of his 
teammates were. They were scrawny and white and quivering and looked incomplete in their 
large black jerseys. Roxbury was going to walk in and look them up and down and not believe 
their eyes that they were undefeated, that this crew from the town next to Mitt Romney’s had 
managed to piece together an undefeated schedule by playing against only teams like themselves.  
 “We’re gonna run our stuff,” their coach said and traced their favorite play out on his 
palm. The team looked at each other and said nothing. 
 “Is the game definitely not cancelled?” someone whispered, and just like that, a line of 
kids in red and white uniforms shot out of the blue doorframe. The kid in front was tall and cut 
with cornrows and a pair of black and red retro Jordan's swung from his neck. He had swoosh 
slides and they went cla-clip, cla-clip beneath the balls of his feet as he went. And the short kid 
behind him bounced a ball back and forth tight between his legs so it passed right in front all the 
folks who wouldn’t be ready for it, and he nodded his head the whole time he was doing it. Some 
of them stopped to look at the cross, but the rest of them walked on the sideline right in front of 
all the parents who had coffee and purses and bundled up scarves that wouldn’t take a spill well., 
and they ran the ball through their legs till a guy wearing number 3 picked it up so good that it 
looked like a yo-yo, the ball did, and he let it get inches away from the parent’s faces but he 
didn’t look at em, and they didn’t at him either, cause he did it so sure. And the ones who weren’t 
going to play came in last, had on black North Faces and xl varsities with red letters, and brought 
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their coach’s son with them who had the playbook against his chest. And then their coach, 
wearing a blank white hat and a tall black polo with two red rows of buttons below the collar, 
grinned at the little old gym as he stepped inside. The bottom of his navy blue track pants were 
unzipped and covering the tops of his taupe sandals. 
 “Let’s go,” Jackson’s coach said to him. 
 “No time to warm up—“ the ref announced from center court. He clumped his fingers 
together and waved them in the air like he was inscribing something on a piece of paper. 
 “You were thirty minutes late,” he said to the rafters. Kids in red and white walked by 
him. 
 “You have to play now, or you forfeit.” 
 Their coach threw his hands up and looked at Jackson’s coach, who took a step forward 
and shook his head and tossed his own two up too. 
 “Okay,” the blank hat came off, “you wanna play like that, we’ll let em play,” and he 
offered his hand up to the team of white kids like he was toasting them at a gala dinner.  
 Jackson’s coach looked each of his players in the eye, one by one, from his seat at the top 
of the bench. Some of them exploded with competitiveness and two others crawled back inside 
of themselves and Jackson thought for a second that they might run up on Roxbury before they 
got a chance to settle in, but now his coach was saying “don’t back down, don’t back down,” and 
he was wondering back down from what? 
 “Get out there,” his coach boomed past three players into his face. He leapt up and his 
throat filled with cold air and he felt his knees click like they had screws coming loose. Both 
teams gathered around center court and Jackson’s assignment was a long forward with a 
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headband and two wristbands who moved like elastic. Jackson felt his legs about to break 
beneath him. He took a deep breath, and the ball went up. 
 
 The first play of the game was an open layup by Roxbury. They just tossed the tip over 
the top of the defense and their guy took it all the way. 
 But Jackson thought the same thing and got a bucket on the turnaround. Fast break, he 
ran em down until the traffic was too tight for them to make a move and he just pulled up, and he 
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felt electricity run from his arms to his fingertips as they floated by; and then he felt a charge in 
the back of his legs, in his hamstrings, where all the energy seemed to be stored if he was too 
scared to take a step, but now they were firing, firing and propelling him back on defense like 
springs uncoiling on a bed that hadn’t been bounced on in weeks. 
 “Don’t give em any space Jackie,” his coached called to him, and he tried to contain the 
rush of red coming at him but the kid spun right off of him and his dangling corn rows kept 
whipping as he screeched to a halt. They snapped against the side of his head like a tetherball’s 
last lap, and he exploded to the basket but Jackson stuck his hand in and the ref blew the whistle, 
and that’s when Jackson saw all the people congregating around the entrance. In a few moments 
they grew from four to fifteen spilling onto the court. One of the parents pointed them towards 
the bench past the last buttress. The ref held the whistle and they piled down the sideline, 
stepping on the field of battle and over crossed-legs as they did until the last bracket was filled 
all the way. Mothers and children sat in the front, and teenagers who couldn’t fit formed a 
standing row behind them, and the older guys stood bunched in the corner where they could see 
the whole game down to the other end. 
 “Ball in,” the ref said, and handed it to the kid with corn rows who was standing out of 
bounds. He launched it over Jackson’s head right away and it went up and up without spinning, 
and from the corner with the crucifix came a kid who chopped his steps until the ball was where 
he wanted it. Jackson saw 3 rising till both the kid’s arms reached the rim and his hands met the 
ball and slammed it through. The iron shook and both feet swung forward and the shoes were 
clean and one of Jackson’s teammates took one to the face.  
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 A roar from the far corner filled the whole gym, and the parents in front of the fourth 
buttress couldn’t see where it came from. As he jogged by them, Jackson thought he saw his 
mother leaning over to the woman next to her, her brow raised, her voice indecipherable below 
the ruckus. 
 He caught the ball in the corner and the older dudes were glued to the wall an inch away 
to his right. He ripped and took one dribble to the hoop but his defender recovered, got his body 
in front of him so fast that he bounced right off his chest and tumbled back into the guys but they 
moved and he fell into a woman sitting at the end of the bench. She caught his head in her lap as 
he threw the ball into the air and his fingers nearly whacked her in the chin.  
 “I nearly whacked you in the chin,” he said up to her. She was 40 and reasonable with 
white teeth and barely any gaps. 
 She smiled at him upside down.  
 “Jackie!” his coach yelled from the other side of the court, and he thought he felt her help 
him up from behind. 
 “Get up and run the play!” He ran to the ref and took the ball and slapped it. As his 
teammates started moving, he realized that his mother was sitting right behind him. His defender 
was jumping up and down waving his arms in the air.  
 He threw the ball up and for a second he was worried that the kid might swat it right into 
his mother’s face, but he swung past it and then another kid in red picked it off ’n took the ball 
the whole length of the court no problem and Jackson stood there with two feet out of bounds the 
whole time.  
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 Next thing he knew he was sitting on the bench at a spot between two padlocks. The pace 
of the game was getting out of his reach. He imagined the medicine balls underneath him rolling 
out onto the court. A player dribbles the ball forward and crashes into the side of one with his 
instep. One ball bounces off the other and he tumbles forward, his nose heading toward the back 
of someone’s sneaker. He wondered if his teammates could see what he was thinking.  
 “You’re the one we need out there,” a teammate said into his ear. 
 “Why?” 
 No answer. Jackson felt a pang of embarrassment shoot through him.  
 He thought the game wasn’t going as badly as it could’ve. A red number 7 snakes the ball 
through his legs and zooms by a black number 4, chirping something like an ad-lib as he goes. A 
red number 12 sneaks up behind a black number 4, and Jackson sees two thighs crumble against 
another person’s sturdy knees. 
 “He was much higher up there,” he said with his eyes glued to the court. He got no 
response and knew better than to check who hadn’t cared and just kept looking straight ahead, at 
the way the floor twisted underneath the weight of the feet that were exploding off of it, and tried 
not to let his eyes get stuck on the faces of the parents who were concerned but trying to hide it.  
 His teammate took the ball up the court and passed it around the way they usually did. 
His coach walked the sideline with his elbow in his hand and scratched his chin with his other 
hand. He did not look at the parents across the way, nor did he look through the backboard at the 
stacks of folders visible through the window. He just looked at the faint embedded pattern of 
woodgrain below him like it held the secret to outsmarting his opponent. He hadn’t looked at the 
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other team’s bench since they sat down, only taken account of their strategic location on the 
court because that alone contained all the information he needed to defeat them.  
 And when the buzzer sounded, Jackson had to stop at the water fountain on his way to the 
locker room to let his whole body fall against the big wide button. They were up by 4. The water 
landed on the back of his throat where it was good and cold and his tongue unstuck from the roof 
of his mouth where it’d been since the ball went up. It was unfair that one player could be so 
much taller than another. 
 He led the way to the locker room with his head hung and his eyes raised at any 
teammate who looked his way. He didn’t want them to think he was defeated, just exhausted. He 
sat on the edge of the bench with a screw in his ass and he couldn’t take his mind off it the whole 
halftime speech. He only heard his coach say:  
 “Tough…composed…don’t bend over…keep your hand in the cross…sprint back on d…
run back on d…help on d, entry into the post is not going to be easy.”
 And when he ran back out onto the court he didn’t remember the order, and didn’t 
remember which ones had the most emphasis on them.  
 And when he stepped into the back of the layup line once again, the lines below him bore 
deeper into his eyes. They reined in every player who stepped on them. The dudes who zoomed 
by him, over him, and past him in the first twenty minutes were not only subject to these lines, 
they relied on them. The dashes dragged em down down like Mondays, but made way for the big 
moments, the dunks, the Saturdays.  
 He looked at the other side of the court, at the cornrow kid putting the ball around his 
back. He didn’t look down at the reflection of the stained glass windows, he looked ahead, at all 
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the white parents, and danced, spidering the ball through his legs one, three, two four until the 
lines are erased beneath him and his arms stencil themselves into the air, row, row, row, row like 
the blades of a chopper. 
 Jackson wanted to grab his mother by the shoulders and shake her, shake her and all the 
others parents until they saw this wasn’t an assault, it was an escape. But she was nowhere to be 
seen.  
 “Jackson!” a teammate yelled as the ball smacked him in the face. It left a carbonated 
sting on his cheek but he pretended like it was nothing and drove to the hoop with the pain on his 
face the whole way until he was in back of the rebounding line and the kid with cornrows was 
passing right by him. Jackson nodded, and the kid nodded back, even though he had a style to his 
game that said back the eff off.  
 “Dre,” he said. 
 “Jack,” he said, and Jackson felt more like a grownup than he ever had in his life.  
 When the ref signaled the start of the second half he did it right behind Roxbury’s hoop, 
in front of the rear exit, and he waited for the kid with cornrows to barrel right into him before he 
blew his whistle. Dre had to sidestep him to keep from knocking into his black n’ white striped 
shirt. Then the rest of his teammates parted. Half went to the bench, half stayed on the court 
standing straight up, ready.
 Jackson passed the ball in and a folder fell from the window across the court. An arm 
came out after it, but the folder was already shimmying down. Five red jerseys watched and 
waited below, and when it finally hit the ground number 3 picked it up and waved it at the 
woman in the window. She reached down, and he jumped and nearly let it fly, but held on at the 
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last second. A paper fell out of the folder, and curled towards the floor, and skidded along a veil 
of dust until it’d gone out of bounds. Number 3 followed it, towards the bench before the fourth 
buttress that was now filled with all the familiar faces— the sons and fathers and brothers— 
who’d had to stand in the first half. A single white man remained between them, and the corner 
of the paper dented against his toe, and the man rubbed the particulates out of his white eyebrow 
with his left hand, and snatched the folder away with his right. He put the paper inside the folder 
and ran his fist over its manilla cover until everything was flat inside it and he slid it right under 
his ass. He didn’t look to his side, neither the left of the right, or even at the kid in front of him. 
He just looked straight ahead at the court and the stained glass windows. 
 The rest of the home-team parents that’d been displaced were crammed into the entrance 
now, but Jackson still couldn’t see his mother. She was probably in back of them all, he thought, 
sipping on her coffee and looking out the glass door onto the sunlit grain of the concrete that had 
no people on it.  
 “Pick right!” a kid in red yelled. Jackson ran around the screen and caught the ball at the 
top of the key. He upfaked and his defender flew by him, like matador defense, and he dribbled 
under and by him and then another red shirt slid right in front and smacked the back of Jackson’s 
hand (‘hand is part of the ball’), so he crossed over to his left and kicked the ball out one handed. 
His teammate caught it and rose up right away and the red shirt closing him out jumped so far 
that he landed on him as the ball left his fingertips, and the ball floated through the air and the ref 
blew the whistle as it passed through the net.  
 “Bullshi !” the Roxbury coach yelled. “It'd already left his hands.” 
 “You have to give him a chance to land,” Jackson’s coach yelled. 
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 And the ref ran over from the other side of the court blowing his whistle like a police 
officer and stood between the two of them, who weren’t even that close together, and then turned 
to the Roxbury coach and told him to “Sit down!” without taking the whistle out of his mouth.  
!
  
 The Roxbury fans all stood up, and a few parents in the hallway poked their heads in. 
 “Sit down!” he said again, and this time he let the whistle hit his striped shirt.  
 The Roxbury coach cupped his hands around his mouth and projected, “They always use 
this guy?” Jackson felt the echo go by him. 
 “Same ref every week,” Jackie’s coach answered for him.  
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 “He’s biased.” 
 “Get outta here.” 
 “He come with the building?” 
 “He’s human.” 
 “So are we,” their coach said, and then turned to his players and sat down in the middle 
of them. He crossed his arms and leaned back against the glass. He looked over at the white 
parents filling up most of the bench across from him, then winked at their fans in the corner. A 
kid yelled “they’re soft” and a young man stamped his feet and Jackson tried to blend into the 
background, into the varnish on the wood, the blue paint on the brick, and the white light raining 
down on all of them. He wiped his hand off on his jersey and felt the screen printed letters of his 
team’s name stick to his skin. They felt unnatural.  
 The free throw bounced off the rim and his coached yelled “Let’s go Jackie”, and Jackson 
ran in spite of himself, his conscious dragging behind the whole way, and his his lips got dryer 
and dryer and his strides got more and more rubbery. He breathed slowly and felt the acid run 
down his hamstrings into his achilles like burning sediment. He imagined the nails piercing the 
palms, the pressing, the skin stretching, and then the puncture spouting blood. He imagined a 
small loin cloth the only thing covering his body, the sharp vines prying red from the white of his 
eyes. He was nearly naked but no one ever treated him like that. They looked at him like he was 
clothed in the most lavish inventions they’d ever seen. 
 The rest of the game was a blur, Jackson just kept it moving. He wove through the 
defense and got a feel for when they’d reach in, and didn’t push that. He swung the ball around 
and took the open shot when it was given to him and it all seemed to mush together like a long 
!32
reel of footage that was unremarkable in its sameness. The parents loosened up and the fans 
quieted them down and nothing out of the ordinary was happening, but still, none of the parents 
talked to each other.  
 And at a certain point that sameness’d of the game’d been going for so long that the pace 
started to slow down, because none of the players wanted to run if it was going to be so 
predictable. The ones in red set picks and drove to the hole but pulled up short, and the players in 
black ran their plays but let their opponent push them out so that they had to operate around the 
arch. Everyone was tired. And when Dre finally got the ball against Jackson, he called for a 
screen, and a tall kid with a short fro set it for him, and some of their fans hollered like some real 
crack was coming, but the kid was clumsy, and caused all kinds of traffic, so Dre backed away to 
let his teammate roll to the hole, but Jackie’s teammate made the switch in time, and Dre tried to 
back out even more so that some space would open up, but it just wasn’t happening, so he flew a 
first step past Jackson and took off from the free throw line and flipped the ball up like he was 
beckoning someone. It somersaulted through the air and nine guys watched from below as his 
momentum carried him forward so fast that he had to grab onto the exit to keep from flying out 
the gym, and the metal hook pierced right through his hand. His knee hit into the door. No one 
had moved like that in this gym before.  
 The ref didn’t move but his legs shook. All the folk past the fourth buttress stood up and 
one woman stamped her feet and her kids started yelling that he’d been blindsided. 
 So the ref turned around and said “No foul,” without taking the whistle out of his mouth, 
but their coach walked towards him and yelled “He got pushed!” and the kid squeezed his right 
hand in his left and ran to the bench. 
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 “This ref is racist!” their coach yelled, and his whole camp stood up at once. Jackson saw 
three whole pews lean forward and look. An old white woman’s face ripped with panic as the 
young black man sitting next to her stood up. 
 “We’re getting out of here,” their coach yelled, and he put his blank white hat back on, 
and suddenly the whole thing wasn’t friendly anymore and Jackson felt a wave press into his 
head like it’d been in the gym the whole time and just waited for the meanest time it could to 
come out. The parents were ushering their children out like it’d started raining, but the ref could 
be told off. He could be told off and the game could keep going. His coached stepped onto the 
court, into the stain glass swathing him in light, and Jackson looked at him, and then the whole 
team looked at him, too, but the coach said nothing, he just looked at the other coach, and and 
then at those players, who he hadn’t looked in the eye the whole game. 
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 Roxbury crammed into that tiny doorway, all as one, with their arms on each other’s 
backs so they could get the hell out of there, and the white parents were scared of them. A white 
father grabbed his son by the arm and tried to pull him out of the crowd.  
 “Slow the hell down!” he yelled into the pack of red jerseys. A girl wading away covered 
her ears. The coach’s son pushed a mop against their heels. Jackson felt a rush of cold air fill the 
gym, felt his skin dry to a salt. He looked at the doorframe, at Jesus’ foot poking down below, 
and remembered his mother was somewhere on the other side. Had she seen this coming? 
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We Thought We Were Better 
 We went to the Envoy rooftop lounge. There didn’t used to be anything like that in the 
seaport district, but in three short years the city had turned it into something I could barely 
recognize. It was a nightclub spot now, with tall glass office buildings for use in the day. Most 
people could get a drink after work without leaving their building.  
 They carded us in the hotel lobby before letting us onto the elevator. A group of middle-
aged folks surrounded us, and they had friendly wrinkles, and even though they weren’t the type 
I’d usually like to spend my night with I wasn’t bothered by them either. They might order a 
drink I couldn’t afford. 
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 The elevator door opened, and the rooftop was filled with mad heads. There were white 
people in small overlapping circles of laughter and glass-chinking. A few black people and a few 
southeast Asian faces floated through the crowd too. There wasn’t much room to walk, but we 
made it to the bar which was curved like the side of a novelty swimming pool. Pink and orange 
neon lights flashed behind bottles of Patron and Jack Daniels. We found out later that they didn’t 
have the license to serve them as shots. Nate ordered two Rum and Pepsi’s and we waited and I 
bumped into a guy in a bowtie who was talking to two girls, and I stood behind a middle aged 
blonde woman who looked like she might’ve been in the elevator but I didn’t care to check. 
 We took our drinks and walked through the crowd into a clearing that I hadn’t seen at 
first. The financial buildings shown like black velvet against the night sky. Yellow-lit windows 
dotted their surfaces like long ellipses, running from one line to the next until they hit the ground 
and had to start over on the top floor next door. 
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 I looked over the edge of the balcony. There was a small concrete lip to catch me if I fell. 
A large outdoor heater loomed behind me, I could feel it on my neck. It was shaped like a gourd, 
and made out of something like china with smooth and shiny ribs running from its tiny thin neck 
to its fat bottom. It was white with a wide awning to corral the heat coming out from the grates 
underneath it, but I don’t remember what color that awning was because I was mostly underneath 
it, and when I wasn’t underneath it I was just to the side of it leaning over the balcony.  
 Nate and I squeezed in near a couple at a table who were maybe 30 and both white. The 
dude was big with tattoos but only had a few showing out of the open neck of his red button 
down shirt. And his girl was in a black dress sitting small across from him. She crossed her legs. 
In the dim light she was beautiful.  
 “This is pretty nice,” I said to Nate and looked around the place. “Doesn’t look like 
anyone to fight, you know.” 
 “Careful there,” he said to me, and raised his eyelids up and to the left so that they 
pointed to the couple behind us. “I wouldn’t.” 
 And then Nate turned to set his drink down on the far end of their table which was small 
but not small enough that he would be intruding, and they both stood up. 
 “Feel free to join us,” red shirt said to the both of us. He had a black earring in each ear 
and his pupils were flat and still and his eyelids were all the way open.  
 No, I gestured to him assertively as a few middle-aged folks descended on the table, 
drinks-in-hand. “They should take the seats.” 
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 The expression on his face barely changed, his eyes stayed all the way open. He kept 
standing. 
 “Seriously guys, be my guest. We had some issues earlier with some girls taking our seats 
when we stood up. But that got taken care of. By the bouncer, over there in the big blue jacket.” 
 A corpulent body wove through the crowds darting a small head here and there always 
catching on his red shirt. 
 “We’ve had quite a night.” 
 “Unbelievable,” I said, but didn’t really think so.  
 “I’m not from here, but where I’m from you have some respect and courtesy and ask 
before you take someone’s seats. They told us ‘Well you weren’t sitting so we took them—“ 
 “Yeah,” the girl grabbed hold of the table. Her voice was squeaky, but not grating. “It was 
so rude. How could someone think that’s okay?” 
 “Some bitches,” Nate said, and the guy with the wide eyes and black studs and a red shirt 
raised his glass without blinking and Nate and I did too, and then his girlfriend followed, and we 
toasted between the table with the old folks at the end of it and the outdoor heater that was 
breathing down my neck.  
 “I’m originally from upstate New York but I lived in Florida and now I live in New 
Hampshire, live free or die,” and he reiterated his raised glass, “and commute to Boston during 
the week.” 
 “Oh yea, whadaya think?” I asked him. 
 “I love Boston man,” he said and shook his head from side-to-side.  
 “We like the clubs, “ she said. 
!40
 “But I don’t like the roads, there’s too much traffic,” he said to her, then turned back to 
us. “I like to see tax dollars turn into something you can see, you know. Why are the taxes going 
up but the roads are still shit.” 
 “You’d have to tear up history to fix that,” I said to him. He took his right elbow off of 
his ribs and rested his arm on the table and the old folks behind must’ve taken note because all 
their drinks wobbled and clanked. 
 “The people all keep to themselves,” it felt like he was yelling, “In Florida people are 
friendly and the nightlife spreads from the club to the beach and in the morning people still have 
on the same thing from the night before.” 
 I told him I always lose track of the line between days. 
 “The people there will give you attitude,” his girlfriend said to me. “It’s intense all the 
time.” She smiled, and looked up, so I asked her, 
 “Is that how you’ve managed to put up with this guy?” 
 “Yep, I was born and raised ,” she said excitedly, and then they looked at each other like 
they were about to have some kind of moment, so I turned away and looked at Nate and we 
leaned over the balcony. I could tell he wasn’t sure why I was taking these two seriously; and to 
be honest, I wasn’t sure either. I poured my whole glass into my mouth and shrugged away the 
prejudice.  
 “But here, people keep to themselves,” she finished. We turned around and her boyfriend 
was nodding and sucking from his straw. 
 “Until you don’t,” I added, and tipped my glass towards them. “And then they’ve got a 
problem with you.”  
!41
 They agreed with this. He blinked. “People are so important about their privacy,” she 
said. 
 I wondered whether he could tell we thought we were better than them, whether he 
thought they were better than us too cause the red tattoos spoke for them self. The word private 
must’ve hit on something cause we were speaking about healthcare, and how in Europe they’ve 
got it all figured out. Nate pointed his chin at the dude and said,  
 “No offense but I’ve lived in London, and you’re here getting a drink with your girl. And 
if you or your family member were sick you would want the best treatment, not to wait in line for 
two weeks and then be kicked out because some poor person has to be treated for free.” 
 The guy in the red shirt and tattoos couldn’t disagree with that and Nate’d sounded like a 
real asshole, so I clinked his glass. There should be some sort of in between, the three of us 
agreed. Europe should take a page from the US, and the US should take a page from Europe, and 
it was all very vague, but we still felt like congressman negotiating a deal up there on that roof, a 
real reasonable one.  
 “Believe me, I love the US,”  the man in red said. “and the US taking a page from 
Europe,” Nate finished for him. 
 “We’re representing our factions,” I said out loud, real loud. 
 “Believe me ma man,” he nearly spilled his drink all on me, and his girl yelped. “I’ve 
been to Europe. I love music, that’s where it’s at.” 
 “House?” 
 “That’s my shit.” 
 “You’ve been to Berlin.” 
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 “Yep,” he said. 
 “Vinyl?” 
 He looked down and loaded a pretend record into a pretend turntable then rubbed his fists 
together. 
 “Pretty good,” I said. 
 And then he got all energized again like he had to take over the conversation. 
 “We met at the club,” he announced, “and I really believe you should meet your 
significant other in a place where you feel like yourself. Can I just say that?” he said.  
 “You gotta be honest,” I told him. 
 “That’s right,” he agreed. 
 “She’s hot,” Nate said.  
 “She can stand on ‘er own huh,” I said to the guy. Nate looked at the skyline. 
 “She’s your worst adversary,” he grinned and padded her with his fists. “Soon as I met 
her I knew.” 
 “Oh yeah?” I asked him, 
 “Yea,” he told me proudly. 
 “Well that’s how ya know,” I said, and tipped my glass into my mouth and looked at the 
cars coming over the bridge. 
 “Some of those people are seeing this for the first time,” I said to Nate between crushes 
of ice.  
 “What?” 
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 “This,” I said, and stretched my hand out and kinda just pointed at everything, at the 
rooftop bar and the two folks taking it seriously and the buildings covered in light and all the 
cranes, the high scaffolding, and underpasses burping people out into the night. 
 He bowed before he drank.  
 “These people are chill,” I told him. 
 “Yeah what’s gonna happen—You know the military gets too much funding,” he turned 
and said to them outta nowhere. “If you wanna talk about taxes.”  
 The guy liked that one and announced “I’ve got a buddy whose done three tours and I 
really believe if you sign up for something like that you should know what you’re getting into.” 
His red shirt was getting brighter against the encroaching darkness. He had nothing going on 
behind his pupils and he coulda been a brute, but his eyes just had that front about them so I 
didn’t try and look him all the way through. 
 “You know I’ve got friends from high school who were fucking idiots and joined the 
military cause its a free ride and they never even get deployed,” Nate told em, and it was true. 
 “Yea, yea!” the girl was agreeing with him. She was almost clapping Nate‘d made so 
much sense.  
 “I doe no man,” Red said, and turned away like he wasn’t coming back, but then he did, 
and smiled.  
 “And they’ve got scholarship money and they’re at bootcamp taking pictures of 
themselves at bars,” Nate kept going, “with girls, getting blackout. Like us right fucking now.” 
 “Like us right fucking now,” I agreed, and we raised our glasses to cheer and the guy did 
too but it looked like he’d only done it cause his girl did.  
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 “Well, my buddy,” he nodded his head, “I told him you’ve gotta get outta there man, 
you’ve done three tours you needa settle down but he just loves it man, out there in those 
helicopters with that artillery firing fuckin putting his life on the line. He said ‘I need this shit 
man. I need this…’” and then his eyes just sorta turned up at the sky and he held the railing and I 
thought for a second he might pour his drink all over his self. His girl grabbed hold of him and 
he straightened out all at once and it reminded me a bit of when a windup toy gets stuck and you 
have to knock it back on track, but I didn’t laugh.  
 “That’s the only reason I don’t support Trump,” Nate said. “Cause he’ll keep giving this 
money to kids for the ‘military budget’, kids who aren’t doing anything to help this country.” 
The girl put her arm around the red shirt like he was a wounded. 
 “Hillary’s had thirty years to get it right and hasn’t, why hasn’t she retired man,” he said, 
and shook his head real violently and grinned like it really got to him. “I know! So she can turn 
tricks in the White House and get back at Bill,” he said, and bounced jolly over to the table 
pointlessly and then bounced right back.  
 Nate and I looked at each other and I said something, about Trump being a fucking idiot, 
but he didn’t really look at me when I said that and then he said  
 “I think they both oughta hang it up,” and it sounded like he’d rather not‘ve had to say it. 
So we talked about drugs and how we wanted yayo and he said in Florida it was all clean and up 
here you just don’t know. 
 “This speed ‘ll fuck you up,” I told them and then I jammed something about a 4 day 
binge and the girl made a joke about me driving them somewhere and he said, 
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 “Here we were thinking you guys were a couple of angels,” and they laughed, and I 
laughed too, and Nate didn’t laugh one bit. 
 “Where is this fucking waitress with the double D’s?” Nate said. A woman came over and 
Nate stammered something about shots and we waited awkwardly while he counted his money 
and I was surprised he even had to check if he had enough cash. Nate always came stacked. He 
dropped a 5 on his loafer buckle. He counted his ones in his hand and then the guy in the red 
shirt whose name was Danny said,  “No I’ve got these,” and we let him get us the shots cause it 
seemed like he was being friendly, and we didn’t have much of a choice. The girl brought them 
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out and we did them and we got drunker and said fuck you man to each other and pushed each 
other in the shoulder and laughed and his girlfriend was there the whole time.  
 “I like you guys,” he would say and tap glasses with us after nearly anything, so I asked 
the guy, in one word, what his tattoos were of. 
 “Don’t give me any bullshit,” I told him. 
 “In one word? Real,” he said. He pulled his sleeve up to his elbow and showed his 
forearm covered in spirals of black ink, but the shirt wouldn’t go up any farther. 
 “You’re too swoll bro!” Nate yelled and started laughing hysterically as he went to get 
more drinks, and then the guy managed to pull it back enough to show an And1 tattoo in the 
middle of all the chaos on his bicep.  
 “You ball?” 
 He said he did. He grew up the only white guy on the court in Florida and he could dunk, 
he had springs. 
 “We should play one on one,” I told him, and he looked strange at that and his girl 
cheered at the idea. He shook his head. 
 “I might surprise you,” I said.  
 Nate came back with four bud lights and the guy with the red shirt who was covered in 
tattoos asked us “What’s next tonight?”  
 Nate said “Middlesex Lounge,” without skipping a beat. He said it would be all black 
people listening to actually good music and there would be good shit floating around, he’d drive. 
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 They looked unsure, like us when the waitress had been waiting for money. I imagined 
the guy crouching down in his red shirt to fit into Nate’s Subaru and the buckle clicking over his 
lap, the door shutting, and the radio channeling whatever top 40 his girl was in the mood for. 
 “Go pay your tab,” Nate said without looking up from his phone, and the guy grabbed 
him by the collar. 
 “Why are you rushing me?” 
  He shoved his eyes in Nate’s face and said, 
 “You don’t get to tell me what to do.” 
 And Nate looked surprised about the whole thing but he didn’t look up from his phone 
much, and when he did he was aggressive and told him to chill the fuck out. 
 But the guy kept saying it, 
 “Why are you rushing me to pay my tab?” and now his fist was tighter around Nate’s 
collar, and it ripped, and the rest of what they said I couldn’t hear cause their faces were so close 
together and they might as well just have been puffing. But I know when the guy turned to me he 
had me pinned for some kind of fake. I told him to chill out, and he just yelled,  
 “That’s your boy, that’s your boy!”  
 And I told him, “We’ve treated you two with nothing but respect.”  
 And he said “We’ve treated you with nothing but respect too, so why’d he rush me?”  
 The bouncer was between us now and I saw that a table of middle-aged folks were 
watching the whole thing from the left and probably everyone else there was getting some 
glimpse of it too.  
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 “It was just a suggestion,” I said, and I said it right to his nose with my face knotted up so 
he’d know how dumb he was. He didn’t like that one bit.  
 “You’re an idiot!” he yelled at me from close range, and his eyes were flaming and white 
and looked liable to fly off the balcony.  
 “Fuck you,” he said all hush n’ sinister and behind him his girl was begging him to stop. 
The bouncer finally got him on his heels and dragged him away and we turned and walked out 
the doors and pressed the button and waited and when the elevator opened we got on and went 
down and left.  
 And when we drove drunk over the bridge into the night I wondered if he hated us, told 
myself it didn’t matter, and watched the lights and the buildings and the highway signs until his 
face was sold into anonymity.  
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Later 
  
 A boy sits at the foot of a bed in a tiny incandescent Allston apartment. He holds a 
Corona in one hand and a cigarette in the other. He takes a last puff and puts the butt out in the 
bottle and then places it on the peeling grey window sill. It sizzles, and he looks down at the 
lavender quilt.    
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 A woman with long hair leans against a brown wall and watches an ember die inside the 
bottle while it fills up with smoke. Across from her, a girl with short hair combs it softly and 
swings her head to an invisible ballad. The boy looks up at the woman to his right and asks her, 
 “You’re sure you want this?” but his lips are too dry and his mouth too cottony to say 
‘this’. 
 “What?”   
 “This,” he says again, and gestures his outstretched finger in a circle over the bed. He 
mumbles something, something about giving, or not giving, a fuck.  
 “Maybe you’re not really down,” the woman says to him.  
 “No, No, No, ” he says, and looks down. To his left the girl pushes a small dresser drawer 
shut and the grey cotton toe of a sock gets trapped. He winces. He’d expected the girl, had 
realized in the stairwell 4 minutes earlier it’d be the both of them. “Why do you think I’m here?” 
he asks. 
 The girl spreads her legs and the boy lunges quickly and then says, “What about…?” and 
he waves his hand in the air as if to conjure up some obvious ingredient that is still missing. 
 The girl leans over him and a piece of hair sticks to his eyeball.  
 “For later, I mean.” 
 The woman stands up on the bed and steps over both of them and her right foot lands 
hard on the floor and a shock runs through her leg. The hair unsticks from the boy’s eyeball and 
he lets out a breath. The woman opens the door carefully, taking special care not to leave it any 
more than ajar, and then shuts it once more behind her as she heads down the hall. 
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 The boy moves his head up and down, and the girl leans over him once again and says, 
“What are you doing?” but says it softly enough that he keeps doing what he’s doing.  
 She lifts his head and runs her tongue along his cheekbone and then up the edge of the 
cartilage on his ear, underneath and back, until the rhythm of her tongue presses into his 
eardrum.  
 “Like this,” she says, and the door to her right creaks open. 
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 The woman threads one finger beneath the waist of her panties and pulls them down the 
length of her legs and kicks them off with her right foot, nearly clearing the window frame but 
grazing the soles of the boy’s feet instead, before they disappear below the mattress that has no 
frame, on the floor where she can retrieve them later. She lies down, just below the humid coat of 
air that covers the three of them now.  
 The boy keeps his head between the girl’s legs, and she reaches for a book of matches 
atop the dresser. He hears a glass dish and the book case and the rickety floor rattle all together.  
 She strikes one and puts it to a red candle, and then shakes it out. She touches the side of 
the candle with her fingertip until it burns and the sting of sweat between her back and the nylon 
melts away. 
 The boy’s shadow appears on the wall and he slips his hand below the woman’s waist. 
The room flickers black and orange. She pins his hand down with her ass, and he looks up at her, 
first at her face and the shape of her chin and how different she looks from below. Her nostrils, 
her lips pushing forward just a little bit as she registers his touch. 
 “You don’t want this,” he says, and recoils. She sits up, his hand still underneath her. The 
girl rubs her hands together, watches the burgeoning flame and issues flecks of wax and burnt 
skin on to the carpet below her. Behind her, the woman lifts her thigh past the boy’s face until 
she has his eye on a string, on the upholstering he has not seen for two weeks now, or has it been 
three? The inside of his head turns grey. 
 “You look like a marathon runner,” he says from the foot of the bed. 
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 She wished he’d just gone ahead and done it and not felt the need to make airy talk and 
flirting. She didn’t understand the logic of a guy going upstairs with two girls if he hadn’t made 
his mind up about actually following through, couldn’t stand that he was making the nastiness of 
the whole ordeal her business now. 
 “Fuck me,” she says, and the boy wrestles with two things at once. 
 Outside, the stars are bright and white against the summer night sky. Below, the wind 
carries the scent of the Ebola virus somewhere over the city, along with the airwaves that 
contained that night’s broadcast of the Women’s Olympic deadlift championships, in which 
North Korea, India, and China vied for the title of the 300 or so kilogram deadlift. When it came 
time for the North Korean representative’s pivotal lift, she collapsed underneath the weight of the 
bar as she brought it over her thighs and had to be carried off stage with what looked like a 
broken leg, and everyone who watched must’ve wondered if this was really normal for an 
Olympic championship broadcast across the globe. The Indian competitor suffered a similar fate 
soon afterwards, dropping the bar behind her just as it seemed she was about to hoist it above her 
head. The decisiveness of their failure was so striking that there seemed to be only one 
conclusion to be had: that the two athletes had been sent by their respective countries completely 
unprepared, willingly committed to catastrophic failure on an international stage. It is true and 
worth noting that the footage of the broadcast is not available on the internet, and to this day, 
cannot be uncovered by searching “north korea 2016 weightlifting,” “china india 2016 
weightlifting,” “india north korea leg breaking olympics,” or “women’s weightlifting injury 
olympics.” A boy who owed his despondency to a bet he’d lost on the contest walked past the 
closed door of the incandescent apartment and stopped at it much like a priest would in his 
!57
rectory. He held his ear to the door and hearing as he did the sound of a bed shaking and flesh 
smacking and not just two bodies, but more, he walked down the hallway to his apartment and 
took out his phone, and sat down on the red velvet couch that had tears in it from all the hired 
heels that had been over it, and typed out a message. 
 The bright sun reflecting off the chrome pipe next door likely woke the woman the next 
morning. She likely stood naked in the window, at least briefly, while she dressed herself, and 
I’m sure she wasn’t surprised in the least when she looked at the bed and saw that no one was in 
it. On her way out, she probably encountered several nefarious types in the hallway, and by the 
time she got to the street she had to’ve felt the vibration of the phone in her pocket. It contained a 
text message from a high school boyfriend whom she hadn’t spoken with in three months.  
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Retards vs. Fags 
 There was a sign that said -NO LOITERING, 30 MINUTES- on the edge of the pillar 
that divided the sinks from the urinals. People didn’t use the urinals. As soon as you walked into 
that Dunkin Donuts bathroom, you heard the whispers. The occasional father and son who was 
no older than 7 would pop in and leave quickly, the situation deemed too poisonous to proceed 
with the pee. Mad junkies were chilling in the bathroom, two or three to a stall. They always 
were. But it was rare that anyone told the authorities about what they’d heard. Instead, the 
junkies didn't disturb anyone, and their effort was respected. The bathroom was the last spot 
someone could tell them they couldn't convene. 
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 The people that passed through were tied together by simple utility. Dunkin Donuts was 
ubiquitous. The working person’s stop. A man of 60, a woman and her child, the black strip of 
tile that stretches from one entrance to the other, and the pots of coffee always framed by the 
same pink and orange scales on the wall behind them. These became signals of reset for people 
who couldn't find them anywhere else. 
 I once saw an old woman sitting by herself, her hands folded together over her coffee. 
She was staring into the steam like a ghost. I sat down at the table across from her, and when she 
looked up, I asked her how she’d happened upon praying at that moment. She closed her eyes, 
and put her hands flat against the table, and said she’d only been warming them.  
 An old man in a scaly cap once came to me, desperate, because he’d accidentally fed his 
dog a piece of his sausage and could I help him out. I told him I didn’t know how to burp dogs, 
and he told me his name was Bob Cousy.  
 And a girl once ripped the lace out of my shoe just by running over it while she was 
crying with laughter.  
 But now, there was no commotion. 
 It was Nate, Jackson and me. 
 “So you’re saying that’s how it is, and that’s how it’s going to be,” Nate said. He’d been 
flexing real oratory, and he crossed his legs and leaned back in his seat.  
 “Yep. Just the same shit brought back out again,” Jackson said, and wiped a puddle of 
coffee off the black and white speckled table onto his lap.  
 “You couldn’t have seen this coming…” I said, and shook my head, wordless, as Jackson 
tried to wipe off the coffee soaking into his sweats with his bare hands. 
!63
 “Nobody keeps their head above water forever,” Nate said. 
 He’d hit the nail on the head with that one, and it’d surprised me.  
 “That’s the truth,” I said to them both, and picked up my coffee and tremored it to my lips 
until it burned them, and then the tip of my tongue, and set it back down on the table. “What a 
bane.”  
 Bane was a word we’d started using a little differently than it’d ever been used before, 
only because there were more and more things that tried to bring us down every day. It used to be 
that bane was only used in the phrase ‘bane of my existence,’ or ‘bane of his existence,’ but we 
started saying ‘what a bane,’ when something crummy’d happened to any one of us, like when a 
girl turned you down or the senate went red or the price of flowers went up on Valentines day 
after you’d walked a mile up Clarendon hill with the normal amount in your pocket.  
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 “It’s a huge bane,” Jackson said, and I think he took some comfort in laying his defeat out 
alongside all the other ones that word had vacuumed up. “Cause we act like we’re going to bring 
this shit with us to the death. We’ve got to do something about it.” 
 We gotta follow the cycle, Nate’d said the day prior when we were passing a spliff 
around. It’s a broken cycle but now we’ve gotta follow it.  
 And it was true, we did. We piled clothes in closets that we’d only eventually open, and 
filled our tanks with gasoline so that we could barf it into the atmosphere at the tap of our foot.  
 “That’s why I don’t treat em well,” Nate said, and reached into his breast pocket and took 
out a pack of 27’s and removed one and plopped it on the table so that we could hear the paper.  
“It’s not disturbing, it’s just the reality of the matter.” He tapped the tobacco bus bus bus bus bus 
against the table. “The only way to do it is to do it and not think about it. It’s the only way to 
participate in the sea of bullshit.”  
 I looked out through the window onto the street, at the children’s daycare center and the 
red inflated mascot straightening and unstraightening out front of the automotive shop next door. 
 Nate put the cigarette back inside his pocket, in the other pocket, gently, where it’d be 
sitting loose. He was in a caffeine frenzy. I took down a loud gulp of mine. There was a smooth 
white light hanging from the ceiling. 
 “The key is to not think about people as people,” Nate said and slammed his fists against 
the table and the aluminum base wrenched against the floor and a man of 40 looked up from his 
book. A page shook between his fingertips, pulled taught by its hard cover. The bathroom door 
opened a sec. “Because you can run this game the way we ran it before,” he said as he picked a 
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grain of salt up between his fingertips, “by paying close attention to its buttons,” and he looked 
at it crosseyed,  “and its particular points of strangeness along the way.” 
 There were sugar packets and coffee stirrers and whatever other trinkets we could 
sprinkle onto the table, and Jackson’s nose hung an inch above them. I figured he couldn’t handle 
that kinda ambition, and that his head was filling up with humiliating visions. I imagined the tide 
sweeping over him, carrying sand past his ankles and through his toes till he was sinking.  
 “You’ll be fine,” I told him.  
 “I can fuck shit up,” he said kinda like a question, and his eyes widened and he grinned 
and rocked forward and a bed of croissant crumbs fell from his lap. He musta thought it was 
awful cruel of her to do what she did just because he'd said he wouldn't care if she did. 
 “You were fine before this happened,” I said, slowly, “with the prospect that it could 
happen. Now that it has…” I waited, and breathed so he’d see my pace slowing. “It’s just the 
shock sinking in.” 
 “There’s nothing shocking about it, it’s exactly what she was pining to do to him since he 
first met her,” Nate said. I muttered ‘what the fuck’ and raised my eyebrows and leaned back in 
my chair and grabbed the table like I might take it down with me.  
 Nate reached into his pocket and took out the cigarette like it was time to light it already, 
even though we were indoors, even though the outside’d been visible through the glass the whole 
time. 
 “Come on,” he said, and stood up and then I did too and Jackson took a while, and the 
three of us walked outside into the cold blue and grey and when we finally arrived at a bar of 
yellow we stopped at it and sat on a short concrete wall guarding a recessed garden. I leaned on 
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it, rested my weight on my palm and felt a small clump of concrete sticking out like a tower of 
sand fallen from between a child’s fingertips. I wiped at it absently but it shed nothing. 
 We looked at Mass Ave. I remembered flourishing aimlessly into its avenues, poking my 
head in every which way we went, through the window of the bagel shop and the thrift store and 
the more expensive consignment shop after that, carrying ourselves like runaways even though 
we knew Nate’s mom would feed us sloppy joes that night.  
 “I’d set his balls on a meat slicer,” Jackson said as a group of young boys and an elderly 
woman walked by, and he just kept shaking his head in the sun, like he was bowing down before 
it but wrapped up in his disappointment all at the same time.  
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 “There’s no such thing as maturity,” I told him. “We’re all just chasing each other back to 
our childhoods.” I waited for a response, but Jackie just looked at the hoodie I was wearing, the 
one I’d once given to him for his birthday and then taken back cause it was too slim. 
 “People scurry home when the going gets tough,” he said, and curled his hands up like t-
rex claws and stuck his buckteeth out too and danced all three contraptions up and down like he 
was some kinda rabbit. 
 “There is not a single fully formed being amongst us,” I said, and it sorta just sat there in 
the middle of the street like an invisible boulder that was there just for us, and the cars went by 
and paid it no mind but to us it looked like they were going through it.  
 Nate asked us if we’d heard that James Druez had killed himself. I knew Steven Murray 
had OD’d on heroin. Gary Marcello had gotten locked up for trying to get an undercover cop off 
for a bag of H. 
 “Nope,” I told him. 
 “Doesn’t surprise me actually,” he said as he puffed from the cigarette that he was 
holding with two fingers like it was a pinch of seasoning. He pulled it out from between his lips 
and said “This shit doesn’t last.” 
 Across the street from us there was a rusted pizza shop with painted black shutters and 
red awnings and white plies underneath them. It had tall steps. There was a billboard above it, 
Tanqueray, showing a green olive spilling out of a tipped crystal glass, tumbling out like it might 
fill up the street with alcohol, which is what the people wanted. We imagined ourselves, our state 
representatives, and our own worst enemies reveling in its fluid glory each time we saw it. 
People were affixed to stilts taking shots in the sky. 
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 So we sat on that concrete railing, with the last of the sun-spill nearly wiped away, and, 
without planning to, went one by one admitting to our ailments. Nate’s pig heart, my sensitive 
stomach, and Jackson’s bag of bones.  
 “A moment of our least rating,” I said out loud when we’d all finished. We were all some 
kind of fragile, and we all knew it, and then we knew we all knew it, and for a second it felt like 
my body was not my own. 
 Cosmic carelessness does not appear slowly. Its occasion is all at once, in the form of an 
accident, or the beep of a flatlining wave, or in the sudden recognition that each of these events is 
a body showing its face for just the first time.  
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 We wandered into the street, measuring our steps between veins of traffic, passing over 
the barrier and then climbing the tall steps until we were standing one on each of them. Nate 
opened the door and stepped behind it to make room for us to walk in first. 
 There was an 80’s set-top television attached to a white gridded ceiling. The television 
spoke loudly, reflecting off of the mirror behind the tables on the far wall that extended the room 
into twice its actual space, and made it so no matter where you were sitting you’d be watching. 
Behind the counter a Greek man with a gold cross chain flipped a pizza in his hand and looked at 
us one eye wider than the other, and said “How’s it going, guys.” 
 There was a girl on her cellphone eating a single piece of cheese pizza off of a paper 
plate. She only used her long fingernails to tap at the screen, and each time she did, a dull purple 
dent appeared beneath her nail. They looked like piano key scratches. I walked up to the counter 
and told him just fries, and looked at the card in my hand and felt its brailish numbers. They were 
polished code, punched out by a messianic mechanical hand. Five five one five, I read to 
myself. Three eight zero one. “Aight,” he said. Zero Zero two. ‘Irrefutable’. My equalizer. Four 
clustered numbers pressed out of plastic. 5 doles itself out, evenly, to the five that follows him  
with a schrapnelish sea of hundreds (five hundred citizens) tapering off at fifteen. A bubble,  
formed by the fairness of the surface, sits below. It is shaped and curved like little hot water 
bottles that’re invisible like anything clear and out of focus, passing through radios to cashiers on 
the other end. He drops the dough, and resurrects them. A swipe of the hand on a table with four 
legs touching a linoleum floor covering mud, smashed bricks, toilet pipes and electric wiring. 
My children born again in the familiarity of total newness, still they were calling me by phone 
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within the hour, threatening to liquidate my dad’s house. My bottom line is a little bit lighter 
now, I think.  
 But the card, it still remains, white plastic, frayed magnetic strip with a scratch in it that 
sometimes kills it. I don’t think of myself as a white man. Unless you are looking in the mirror 
you can’t see yourself, and I haven’t spent much time looking in the mirror since I was a kid. 
First it was because I couldn’t wear a white suit like Michael Jordan. Next it was my red lips and 
braces. And then finally it was my acne, and when it went away I had a revelation that I’d be 
better off never looking in a mirror again, especially if I was good. It’d make me more modest, if 
anything. And all of this flashed behind my eyes while the guy, who was in black hair and a long 
nose, tossed his disc up in the air while he shoveled my basket of fries into the oven with his 
other hand. And when he slid them across the counter a moment later, I thanked the Lord for my 
credit card. 
 Then we sat down and Jackson started making all psycho eyes at the girl, and Nate and I 
definitely felt sketch about it, so we tried to rein him back to the table, but he’d ordered a cheese 
slice with the top cooked all hard like a yellow dishwashing glove. 
  So we stepped outside and back across the street, and as we did I said ‘How bout it’, and 
Nate pulled a J out of the breast pocket that’d been holding the loosie and we lit it up and a paper 
plate went to the wind, and we smoked while we walked. Nate spoke about the Celtics, how 
they’d be better off dumping Kelly Olynyk and Tyler Zeller and Jonas Jerebko and all the other 
big white guys that Danny Ainge, the Mormon of Wellesley, had drafted the past few years and 
planted in the paint like some sort of protected species.  
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 And then Jackson opened up. She hadn’t yet noticed the swarm of emotions she let 
control her, he told us between toasted strides. She knew that she was “hopeless,” that she felt 
like she was looking through a keyhole. He told her that was enough to get started, apparently, 
and she didn’t like that, and didn’t have much else to say, either.  
  
 “At least I know now that there’s two types of innocent,” he said as I passed the joint to 
Nate. “One’s unwilling to do harm, the other’s unwilling to admit to it.” 
 Nate puffed the J and looked at Jackson real cold-war. It seemed like every day Jackson’s 
nerves got shot up with adrenaline because of something he’d seen. The New York Times didn’t 
know what to say anymore, whether to scream fire or throw a torch to the pyre.  
 “It’s hard to tell the difference Jack, honestly,” I said to him. 
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 “You think you woulda locked her down?” he asked me, and one eye sharpened like I 
was taking sides. He thought I was patronizing him.  
 “Hell no,” I said. 
 “I woulda,” Nate said. 
 “And how’s that?” I asked him. 
 “By not putting up with her shit and showing her I’ll fuck whoever, I’ll fuck her friends, 
that if she wants to burn bridges I’ll cut the ropes and just send the whole thing crashing down, 
that’s the only way to keep it up,” Nate delivered in one wind, and then let out a horse, heaving 
gasp.  
 “I’m sure I could still make her jealous,” Jackson said. He knew he was on the ropes. 
 “Then do it,” Nate told him.  
 “I don’t know,” I came in cool. “If you wanted, to be with her,” I said between each of 
my breaths, “you wouldn’t—have broken up—with, her. It’s just, the habit—of it—when a girl— 
you wurn love withs—with— another man—you feel not well—in your bones—and, your 
stomach—and, sometimes—jealousy sets in. We all know—what you want.” 
 “That’s not it,” Jackson said sharply. “I want to show her I could’ve broken the whole 
thing a long time ago.”  
 “Why,” I said. He looked up at me.  
 “Because I gave her that chance, do you understand that?” It was like the bank’d 
foreclosed on his home. “I gave her that chance, even though I knew better, and Babe Ruth’d it 
too, long before I, before we, ever dated, didn’t I, Nate?” he asked, and pointed his thumb out at 
Nate. 
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 “That’s right Jackie, you did,” he said, and we walked loud and fast along Mass Ave 
because we knew where we were headed, and we knew we wouldn’t have any problems there, 
and we felt real liberated to voice ourselves.  
 “But out of the goodness of my heart, I’m telling you, because I’m modest but I know I 
do have some goodness, I knelt down for her,” Jackson said, and he dropped his hands slowly 
but tense, like he was looking all sweet for a girl but really bout to explode underneath. Nate 
nodded like he was listening to a sermon. “I let her believe I loved her, so she could sleep at 
night. I took her to Brigham's, fucking Brigham's, even though I know damn fucking well that 
Brigham's has nothing do with a relationship,” he said, and then stopped walking, his arms froze 
halfway through a pump. I didn’t want to look him in the face so I looked at the street which had 
the quality of appearing to be something slightly different each time you looked at it, of shuffling 
its pieces just so, so that the limited number of possibilities appeared to be endless, promising 
greater heights, like a scrabble game or the wrapping on a pack of expensive baseball cards. 
 Nate stamped the J out beneath his Bapes and then kicked it under the rubber doormat as 
he opened the door and we walked back into Dunkin Donuts with our eyes dull as dehydrated 
egg whites and sat down at the same table we’d been sitting at before. The same white packets 
and red straws were still there, and the woman with the flower piercing her chestnut nose was 
still behind the counter, a little disappointed but not very surprised to see us, back here, where we 
might get an orange juice from the cooler or maybe nothing at all.  
 “You’re gonna get over this, Jackson,” I said once all three of us had filled up our seats. 
“Right now it feels like a highway crash but soon it’ll feel like you just pulled over,” I said, and 
nodded. 
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 “Step off, Ben,” Nate said. 
 “Why?” 
 “He doesn’t need that right now.” 
 “The fuck do you know about that?” I asked and I did furrow my brow. 
 “I know how to pick up the pieces.” 
 “Bullshit,” I told him. 
 “His girl just…”  
 “We know muther—“ 
 “…and Irene too! God knows the lucky son of a fucker who pulled that off, but lord, yea, 
lord, I’d be heated too. It’s either a highway crash or the breakdown lane, how’s that for ya?” and 
Nate sorta just shrugged it off and let all the embarrassment pass right over to Jackson, who 
looked like he was harboring something real awful inside himself.  
 “You’re gonna get banged out,” I started, but Nate just kept on going and took the wind 
out of what I was saying: “This is a girl he took to Brigham’s, do you understand that?” he asked 
like it was a hostage situation. “He was in those booths with those old ladies and boring white 
girls all eating chicken fingers and white ice cream, and the gutens all pretending not to creep on 
the girls,” and he made fingers like glasses around his gaping eyes and scrunched his face 
together all at the same time, and I couldn’t help but laugh, and Jackson only managed a sniff. 
 “The professor,” I said in a British accent. 
 “Acting like some sort of Buddhist faggot is not how to handle this,” Nate said. 
 Jackson nodded like he really liked that, even though all three of us knew Nate’d once 
started rumors she wanted “to get a dick put on.” 
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 “Not everyone is as ready to dispose of their manhood as you are,” he said to me, and I 
felt a speck of rage colonize my whole spine and then fill up my neck until I had to bite down on 
my cheeks to keep from letting it out. 
 “One of these days all your poking and prodding is gonna fuck you over,” I said, and put 
my elbow on his paper plate and smiled like nothing was wrong. He didn’t know what to say, 
and I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. 
 “Are there other incidents you’re referring to?” he asked plainly. 
 I told him that there were, that the time we’d left Estate and walked through the theatre 
district to get to the apartment building of the girl he wanted to moo at, that he knew what’d 
happened. 
 “Whats that?” 
 “A group of five completely innocent Pakistanis,” I reminded him. He laughed, and I 
laughed a little too cause it was kinda funny how easily decency got chagrined, but then I got 
back to my point. “One of em got stabbed in the wrist, “ I said, “just because you’d yelled into 
the stairwell and when she didn’t come down you threw a tantrum like she was your mother.” 
 “Shut the fuck up Ben-” 
 “So what did you do? You waited your drunk white ass right there until some goddamn 
doorts came, and you knew you’d have the benefit of the doubt.” 
 Doort, with a rolling r, was a word we used for Middle Easterners. It was something we 
liked to say because we could say it out loud, in a train station for example, where it’d register 
obliquely without anyone knowing what it really meant. It was a way of sticking our foot into the 
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big mess while we hid behind something. It almost always made us laugh, so this time I said it 
without the roll, only touching my tongue to the roof of my mouth once. 
 “You’re never going to get it, Ben,” he told me. “You don’t accept classes, the class 
structure, and because of that you’re never going to move up.” 
 I didn’t like that, not only cause I hadn’t finished school, but because I couldn’t stand the 
look of him believing his twisted transatlantic fantasy was actually true. I leaned back in my 
chair and let my weight fill up my words and said: 
 “You’re a fucking retard, Nate,” and a bunch of toilets flushed all at once and the man of 
40 turned up from his book again and the Indian girl looked all polite. 
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 “I get way more pussy than you,” Nate said, and recoiled into his crossed arms like I’d 
insulted his family. 
 “You pushed em right there in the doors and then acted all sneaky,” I was going tense and 
low, “like you hadn’t done nothing, and even they believed you, cause they didn’t know what the 
fuck was going on or where you came from,” and I looked at him all wild-eyed so he might 
finally get how dark and unordinary he was. 
 “And then the guy…” Nate started coughing back in his chair like he’d been possessed 
by a fit of hysteria, the kind that drops endorphins through your whole body till you wheeze so 
much you figure laughter could be some kind of massage.  
 Jackson got out of his chair and walked towards the bathroom, and I didn’t wanna talk to 
Nate, and he just kept on laughing, and when I didn’t laugh that made him laugh even harder, 
and made me see those two hoodies coming out of the dark all the more clearly, like teeth cutting 
into my head. There was one white guy and one black guy, the white one descending on the 5 
confused kids with a knife and the black guy right there with him, in a Sox hat. ‘I’m tired of 
those guys giving you trouble,’ he’d said once his knife’d drawn blood and the poor kid’d been 
carried up the stairs by the four others. Nate didn’t move a muscle, only grinned like a rumpled 
carpet, like he’d been waiting in the middle of it while the rest of the world straightened it out for 
him. He carved the foundation for a house in which the wealthy and the privileged and white and 
the tasteful really were the only ones who were enjoying themselves, and then you lived this 
recognition down until you found yourself sweeping others up into its grasps, blind drunk and 
nauseated. 
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 Jackson came out of the bathroom and he was woozy and wiggling and carrying himself 
like the entirety of his weight had gone right out of him, finally, left him, and he could float now.  
 “Not everyone is white,” I said as Jackson wobbled over to the table and sat down.  
 “So,” Nate answered.  
 “Him for instance,” I said, and gestured towards Jackson in his seat. “What would you 
do, Jack, if Nate came up to you on the street and gave you a hard time the way he seems to get 
off on?” 
   He leaned forward, his face slowly landing towards his lap. “Jackson,” I said.  
 “I know,” he said in a disembodied voice. Nate laughed, and said see, he doesn’t mind it 
at all. 
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 “You want it to happen, don't you?” I said to him. 
 “What?” Nate asked with as much dispassion as he could falsify. 
 “You want to get your nose smashed in.” 
 “It’s never happened.” 
 “You’d like being recognized for what you are.” 
 “And what’s that?” 
 “Disrespectful, and stupid. You can go deep, Nate, you can dive deep into a pussy and 
feel her kidneys against your cock,” and I threw my hand up like I was tossing a crumpled-up 
dollar bill in his face. “But you can’t get anywhere past the surface of yourself. You give up at 
the first sign of resistance,” I said, and then Jackson keeled over. I held his sleeve but he slid 
under the table, so I followed him down and knelt beside him and grabbed him by the chin but he 
barely registered it inside the hit he was in. The girl behind the counter picked up the phone.  
“You've got to cut, Nate, because if you don’t do it someone will and it’ll drain every ounce of 
blood right out of you. If you want the truth, that’s the truth, and I agree sex is at the center of 
everything, but don't think you're an exception to that. That you do it, but you aren't it. You are. 
So if you want to stare at yourself in the mirror and see someone you recognize you're going to 
need to go fuck yourself first.” 
 And I knew he thought that was way too much, but he was the one who brought things 
there, so he couldn’t say nothing. I slapped Jack in the cheek frantically, and he coughed and spit 
all over my hand, and then gasped and his eyes opened up in time to hear Nate say “Obviously 
I’ve put you in situations I regret,” all diplomatic and lame, and finally it felt like I’d tipped the 
scale.  
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 The girl behind the counter panicked and looked at the man of 40, a frequent customer 
and stranger, but he stood up and left. There was phlegm on the floor and the toilets were 
flushing heavy, and then all of a sudden the junkies went scram, out the bathroom door and then 
curling towards the closest exit like we’d blown up the spot for them, and some of them looked 
at us like we were scum when they walked by the window, and I was surprised at first so I 
laughed, and a girl in a black fleece and monroe piercing flipped me off. 
 I picked Jackson up off the ground and carried him by the arm out the door with me, and 
Nate yelled behind me, why does it have to be like that Ben, why can’t you just chill.  
 And I knew Jackson’d been destroyed by his girl getting it on with a guy who had 
someone else right there with her. But I whispered into his ear right then that if he could get over 
it then he shouldn’t give a shit about Nate, that he was depraved, that some kind of happiness 
was hard enough to come by that most people wouldn’t blame him for taking the L as a part of 
the process.  
 “We only twenty,” he said. 
 “I know,” I said. 
 “I can get right,” he said. 
 “Ain’t no rush,” I told him. 
 “Think I can get her back?” he asked me, back on his feet now with his chin bobbing up 
and down. 
 “Yea,” I said. “Ain’t no decision that can’t be undone.” We stopped at the crosswalk. 
 “I don’t want to though,” he said, empty. I pushed the button and the voice of a generic 
white man said “Wait.” 
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 “Alright,” I said. “Then you’re free.” 
 We went to a concert that night, Young Thug at the House of Blues. I wasn’t sure if 
Jackson could tell it’d been me, but even if he did, he didn’t show it. We’d each reached the 
conclusion on our own time that it didn’t matter who someone slept with, that a real friendship 
shouldn’t depend on propping up romantic bonds, especially ones that were already broken. It 
wasn’t that it was soft, just unproductive. So I was looking out for him, and I never said it was 
me, and acted no different for it, and Jackson never asked if it had been me, even just to make 
sure, cause that wouldn’t have really changed the situation at all, and it was only a distant 
possibility, anyway. 
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 “Nate is on some degenerate shit, don't you think,” I said to Jack as we squeezed past the 
bouncer who’d patted us down. “The possession of women.” 
 “Yea. Lotta people like that though,” he said back to me, as we entered the large ballroom 
which had two balconies atop one other and a stage with each of the religious symbols hanging 
above it, backlit and plastic, Christianity Judaism Islam Buddhism Confucianism Hinduism and 
several other paths that I didn’t recognize.   
 “Thank God we’re not like that,” I said. 
 “Like what?” he asked 
 “Like Nate,” I said. 
 “And all those others…” 
 “And all those others,” I confirmed. 
 He didn’t say anything. His eyes were glued to the thin gentleman who had managed to 
situate himself somewhere between thug and pacifist, hedonist and eunuch. We wandered 
through that crowd and heard the sounds of our generation arranged into an escape route, saw 
clouds of smoke promise great heights and then disappear into the ceiling. And I said to myself, 
alright, lets go, and we both looked ahead at the stage and Jeffery yelled “My teeth white like a 
toilet tissue/Stop the cappin', boy you know you miss her/We hit the lobby then we saw you kiss  
her…” and if I hadn’t grabbed Jackson by the shoulder I would’ve collapsed, right then and 
there, from the sensation that I was breaking in two.    
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